Hooray for Havana!

Faded, crumbling and 60 years after la
Revolucién, Cuba's once-notorious and
time-frozen capital can still show a visitor
a good time. The Mirror flies south for five
days of local attractions, rum, dancing,
male prostitution and “Chan Chan"

by ROXANE HUDON

work in a creel and failing

business, Newspapers are clos-
ing and journalista are giving up.
The few of us who are just starting
are either doing it for free or have
pecepted that the small sums of
money we do receive will only
become more insignificant with
time. But sometimes, like when I'm
in Havana, sitting on the terrasse
of a lweury hotel I'm staying at for
free, sipping a maojito that I haven't
paid for, 1 think that actually, my
Lifir is pretty Mecking awesome.

Two months agoe, Havana Club
sent two guys from Toronto (their
PR person and a writer) and a
writer from Montreal (me) to the
Cuban capital for five days to expe-
rence the “resl Havana™—its cul-
ture, its history and, most impor-
tantly, its rum (Montrealers can get
a taste of Cuba this weekend at the
Havana Cultues festival), Like
many GQuebecers, I'd been to Cuba
befure. The Caribbean is a rite of
pazsage for us, like cherry picking in
the Okanagan. My past Cuban
experience included getting my hair
braided and beaded, sipping mar-
garitas and ending most of my
nights salsa-dancing with some
dude from Saskatom. Needless to
say, all T really know about Cuba
wags that Al Capone and Ernest
Hemingway usad to party there,
then there was some kind of revalu-
tion, then there was some kind of
crigia, and then there was the Boe-
na Vista Social Club, But in the five
short days | spent there courtesy of
Havang Clob, T learned a lot.

I learned that “Tenge resaca”
meant [ was hungover, that Cubans
aren’t allowed to have Internet (1)
and that people from Toronto love
talking about restaurants, I
learned that “Chan Chan” isn't
really representative of Cuban
music, that “all made lead to rum”
and that white people really are the
stupidest travellers, [ learned that

the hard way, somewhere between
pouring a shot of Jameson on my
face in front of a crowded bar and
grinding a male prostitute. Appar-
ently, I have no qualms with embar-
rassing mysell in any country.
KICKING IT LIKE CORLEOMNE
I received my detailed itinerary
a few days before leaving; the tour
started every day at 10 a.m. and
free time was scheduled some time
betwesn the third thing we visited
and dinner. [ never do tours; [ ueu-
ally just show up somewhere with-
out & map or & clue and just go with

the flow. Not that I'm seme kind of
bohemian normad; Tm just a little
bt lazy, a little bit of & drunk, and 1
don't particularly care for nice-
looking buildings. Vacations
shouldn't be stressful, gang. But
gtill, T was thrilled that someons
would be waiting for me at the air-
part, holding a sign with my name
on it and ready to drive me to the
Hotel Nacional de Cuba, a posh-
leoking historical building that
stands on a hill by the sea and
where SBir Winston Churchill,
Frank Sinatra and, most impor-
tantly, the Mafia, were onee guesis.
Sometimes, its the simple things.

When I arrived late into the
night, the room wasnt nearly as
luxurious as the rest of the hotal,
but there were four free bottles of
Hovana Cluh rum, chilled cans of
Cristal beer, a housecoat and
episodes of Mob Wives on VH1. And
thats all the luury [ need. Waking
early for the tour proved to be easy,
becauss tn zatisfy its clientele with
the right ameunt of Caribbean
exoticism, the hotel 1= equipped with
one hungr-looking peacock. And so,
instead of gently awakening to a
lovely tropical sea breeze flowing
through my window, | woke up toa
houd, angry bird cawing. After meet-
ing up with my two Torontonians,
we were introduced to our personal
tour guide Osmin and our driver
Augustin, two patient and sweet

Cuban men who showed us around
for the entire week.

COMMIE LIVIN'

There may have been a revalu-
tion {which vou're reminded of
everywhere you goj, but it sasems
like the city just froze in time, But
instead of Americans profiting from
the warm weather, cheap booze
and beautiful Cuban people, its
Canadians and Western Euro-
peans who do. Crur guide spent a lot
of time talking about the city’s his-
tory while we visited Old Havana,
old fortresses, churches and so on,
But don't ask me anything about
the Spanish War or whatever,
because the most interesting bits to
me were when our guide sat with
us for hunch and opened up about
modern Cuban life.

Tourism is Cuba’s main seurce of
revene, and Cubans working in
the industry can make more money
in a day than they would in a
menth working any other job.
Osmin was a teacher for 12 years
before he became a guide. They
have two eurrencies, the local pesoa
and the convertible pesos; they get

paid in local pesos, but have to buy
most things in convertible pesos,
which is also the currency used by
tourists, Ironically, they can't even
afford a bottle of Havana Club,
excapt for very special occasions
when they split the coat among
friends, They can't access the Inter-
net, except in specially designated
centres, and must have a practical
reason bo do so, like for work or
studying and, obvioualy, they are
supervised, They don't own cars;
most cars are state-owned and
drivera must, by law, pick up hitch-
hikers. Cubans can’t sell or bay
homes, they can only swap (though
new regulations are going to
change that by the end of the
yegr—thanks Radlll, Aside from
your typical communist state-con-
trolled mediz, some foreign news is




also breadcast, but even if the
reporters are speaking Spanish,
the news is dubbed aver by a
Cuban to control the content. No
onge knows where Fidel is, even if
you keep insisting, If ever there is a
demonstration, they (the Commu-
nisks) will send Cuban nationalists
and the media will cover it as a par-
ty for the Hevolution.

One day, while we were standing
near the sea listening to Osmin, he
stopped mid-sentence when a
plane passed overhead. “That's the
only thing that will interrupt two
(Cubans talking, because we won-
der where it's going,” he explained,
hecause it's difficult (read: almost
impossible} for Cubans to travel,
And there's that silly embargo. The
state still refers to the L5, as “the
Enemy,” and all Cubang must do
military service. With young-leok-
ing soldiers standing around in
shoddy uniferms, one wonders
exactly what they're defending.

CLUBBING, CUBA-STYLE

So far, it may sound like [ was
doing a lot of in-depth investigative
work, but P'm not going to lie. Every
vigit began or ended with a mojito
or o daiquiri. T have a hard enough
time behaving like a responsible
and professional jowrnalist most of
the time; imagine when I'm being
fueled by rum.

When you're traveling with two
grown men from Toronto who refer to
themselves as “professional
drinkers,” it's not the best idea to
think you can keep up with them.
And so the first day, which began
with everyhody getting along and
being quite polite, ended in a heated
discussion {about sovereignty, don't
ask) at a bar called Gato Tuerto (One-
Eyed Cat), while a crooner, who could
hest be fake-named Paco Sinatra,
serenaded us, Armised by Paco, with

his gelled hair and Latino lover vibes,
I decided to show him my spprecia-
tion the only way 1 know how, by
stumbling on stage with shots of
whiskey. Right after [ poured mine
on my chin instead of in my mouth,
he ghowved the mie in my face to sing
along to “Guantanamera.”

But that wouldn't discourage me
from getting acquainted with two
unavoidable elements of any trip to
the Canbbean: roggaeton and pros-

titution, Conveniently, just down
the road from our hotel was the
Saldn Reje, & club that once was
the party spot for rich criminals,
bt could now best be described ag
a place to pick up jineferas (Cuban
slang for hookers) and check out
salsa boy bande. For every old
white man, there were about five
young, beaatiful Cuban women,
gyrating with their hands in his
pocket. Prostitution may still be
banging, but only the huge chande-
lier and red carpeting remain from
the glamour of the past. Or so |
thought until I met Coen,

Covered in jewelry, wearing a
flamboyant suit and an expensive
pair of shades, he claimed to be the
most “jet-aet man in Havana™ and
refused to ba photographed with
me because he only took photos
with Naomi Campbell and Kate
Maoss, who supposedly travel to

Cuba and party at the Salén Rajn, T
usnally hate schmoozing, bt if I'm
dealing with a self-proclaimed
glamorous Communist, I'm going
to work it, amd 1 managed to con-
vinee him that [ was some kind of
minor celebrity in Canada (sure, in
some circles, it could be argued).
It's only after his tall, muscular
“friend™ approached me and [
indulged in a little bit of &, um,
danee lesson that [ understood two
things: one, that Coco was just a
poor, delusional Cuban pimp and
two, grinding 15 not the best way in
win an argument against sex
tourism, Ladies, where there are
Jineteras, there are moat definitely
Jineteros, and grinding is free of

OFf eourse, no adventurs into the
Havanga nightlife would be com-
plete without a visit to the infa-
mous Tropicana cabaret, where
over-the=top musical productions
feature showgirls and boys,
adorned in feathers and sequing.
With it stages and neon signa that
clearly haven't changed since its
heyday as a gambling den for the
Mafia in the 19503, it's like step-
ping into some weird time warp,
only the crowd has devolved from
glamorous personalities and mob-
sters to Asian and German
tourists, sipping on complimentary
rurm, eating entrées of questionable
meata and thinking this is the

height of luxury.
BEYOND BUEMNA VISTA

To claim that I experienced the
“real Havana" in five days would be a
lie. It's hard to experionce o dty “for
real” when you're part of & tour in &
eountry where everything seems des-
igmated for the stupid traveller who
Jjust wants to be handed an endless
amount of exotic cocktails, act the
foal and hear “Chan Chan™ sver and
aver again. I'm not saying [ acted any
differently, but., in my defense, T pour
ehots on my face at home, too—it's,
like, my thing. The grinding a male
prostitute is a new thing. But
belween krying not to pass cut at a
cigar factory and sipping an expen-
sive daiquin at La Flaridita (suppos-
edly Ernest Hemingway's favourite
hary, T do believe T saw glimpses of
th real thing, There's a lot T haven't
the epace to mention; like how [ expe-
rienesd the best live jazz music Tve
ever heard, or how 1 ate fabulous
Cuhan food (it exists!) in restaurants
tucked away n old eolonial buildings
or wealthier residentinl areas. But
while theres something ineredibly
nostalgic and romantic about the
city, therea als a thriving culture
hidden undermeath the surface.

On gur last day in Havana, we
were taken to Callejdn de Hamel, a
cultural project established by
painter and seulptor Salvador Gon-
zalez Escalona.

Wearing a bright pink blouse
unbuttoned to reveal a prominent,
tanned belly, Escalona poured rum

into a carton of juice, imtroduced
himsell and guided us around the
project. Ha basically turned a
etreet into & work of art; every wall
is painted, junk has been trans-
formed into weird ingtallations and
old bathiubs are used as benches.
After the visit, he brought us into
his home, lit some incense, offeved
us drinks and explained how he

transformed a dirty alley and a pile

of rubble into something beautiful,
Before we left, he asked a musician
hanging arcund to play for us. He
started to sing, while another man
played the bongo.

Slowly, other men hanging
around the canteen joined in, men
who'd been playing dominoes or
standing further away were sud-
denly holding instruments. Maybe
it was all & masterful ploy to hand

us (Ds after the song, mavhe it was
just the ram buzzing in my head,
but as they sang around us, [
thought this was it, thiz is Havana.
And when the singer extended his
hand to invite me to dance in the
muddle, [ refused. In & brief moment
of clarity, I thought if ever there was
a moment where 1 should stand
back and try not to embarrass

mysell, this should definitely be it. &



from top) Stroll the Malecén, visit Salvador Gonzalez Escalona
at Callejon de Hamel, grind (like the author, left) with Jinetero




